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FOREIGN STUDENT PERCEPTIONS
OF THE UNITED STATES '

/

—

Introduction to the Problem

7 .

Neét year sevefgl thousand foreignérs will' come to
the United States to study at our universities and
colleges. Whilé here, these students will serve as .
information pipelines to many countries around the world,
and later, upon their return, they will speak with
authority about the Uﬁited States. Their observations, ’
éuite naturally, will be.critical as well as favorable
and more astute than most of us realizé. Probably 90 percent

of thé foreign students alfeady hold degrees and most of

them speak English. More ihﬁortantly,.fhey view us with .

.eyes unjaundiced by our value system; The writings of

Alexis de Tocqueville in Democracy in America attest to

the astounding potential in such foreign observaf;ons.
Beyond the simple human sense in which we care what others
think of“us, foreign perception in the U. S. has economic., )
political, and military implications. Do the Russians

. . P
perceive us &% militarily superior? How do the North
Vietnamese interpret the effect Qf thg coming electién . ,
on the ‘war? To what extent is the stock market influénéed :

by foreign confidence in the dollar? In short, forleign

perception of the United States provides us not only with
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N ‘. insight about ourselves but also h;s.direct practical
consaquences on our national economy and policies. Given
the accuracy of these observations, it appears strange
that opinions-of a population as accessible as the
o foreign students in this country have been relatively
ignored in the past fe;.years.
This study is ‘intended to gauge the sent}ment»of

foreigners toward the U.S. and to investigate some

popular stereofypes concerning those who come to this

country. ‘Naheiy, qo most foreigners dho come here want
to stay and become citizens? | How does residence affect
their.attitude towards the U.S.? Do they conclude,
a ' perhaps’ due to recent student protests, that people in
this country do not suppo}t their governmen't? Do they
. . seé us as materialists who show little -copcern for a
4 stable'family life? ‘

Procedure

-

N

) T : The study began by drawing a sample of 100 subjects,
. _ \ .
. 65 males and 35 females, from the more than 500:foreign
_ students enrolled at' the Bloomington campus of Indiana

University. A questionnaire and explanatory letter were A
/

.

‘ mailed to.these students. Seventy-seven questionnaires

were returned. ‘Sixty-four percent came from. males. " The

e

geographic origins of the respondents were Westerh FEurope .

o

v
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and Canada, 23%; Japan and thefPhilippines;-10%;\XSia,

29%; Latin America, 10%; Africa, 13%; and others, 15%. .

The complete questionnaire and answers given by subjects ’ )
classified according to geographic origins are given in )
Table 1. The reader is cautioned not to make much of -

émall differences bEtween geog;aphic gfoups due to the

relatively smqll-sub-éample sizes.,

Results )
1 e - . * N ’

Pofh anticipated and inexplicable regipn;l d}ffgr- )
ences weré highlighted by the questionnaire. For example, ,
we have recently~heard reference to the Japane¥le indus-
triousness and how it helps account for the growth of
the Japanese economy. [tem 6 provides some indirect\\\\\//
support for this not;on. The Japanesethilippino group
was the only onéibf which less than 50 percent agreed
that people in fhe U.S. work hard.
Africans and.Latin eriéans united with each other
and stood apart from othef“ egibns in at least two ways.
First, they perceived the U.S. as relatively more will-
ing to help othegﬂcouhtries (item 2). This attitude

could stem from the highly publicized foreign aid allotted

to underdeveloped countries.® Secondly, these two groups

‘were rather extreme in perceiving U.S. citizens as suppor-

- o
tive of their government (item 4). Perhaps this latter

Y
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) Table 1. Subject Reaponpea-Chasified_ According to Geographic Origim\

) < A s TN
. y v ' . Pprce(uge Selecting Each Response
. ' v, 7 " . 'Agree'ncertain Disagree No: Ansver
. l, People in:the U. s. are
M e fri‘nd]wo
) Nt " *Asia 87 9. 2 2, .
. . g  Western Europe 83 -6 0 ou
< Africa - . 70 0 10 / 20 - -
. . . Japan and Philippinea 63 - 12 13 12 .
- : ' Latin America N ) 0 1k 15 _
. e Other L 50. * 33 17 o. s
e Lo v Total Sample 10 8 10 « . .
. ) .- S I
. ' y e in the U. S. want to . oo
C help ther countries. . .7
Do v . 2 A 15
g ! estern Eyrope’ _ so -1 3
: Africa . \ 70 10 0 .
apan and Philippines 38 ‘50 12
tin Apedica 57 W -1l
Other , b2 - 33 25 ,
Total Sample ' . L2 35 / 20 .
: I {ike the food in the U. S. ' R Lo
. - Asia HS 30 15 55 0 ‘
) Western huo& N 19 39 0 i
. Africa 30 30 Lo 0. i
/ : Japan and Philippine_s$ 63 13 .2l 0 v
' Latin America 28 29 L3 o} '
Other . L2 " 16 L2 (o]
.Total Sample 37 18 Ls 0 . ’
L. People in the U. S. support : !
their government.
. Asia R 30 52 18 0
\ . B Western Europe « - 23 . b . 33- 0
Africa . 80 . 20 0 0
" Japan and Philippinea 62 38 0. o
| © Latin America (] 8 1 0 0 .
0 Other ’ 50 25 . 25 0
' { . Total Sample L6 37 17 0 . :
o _ B . _
‘ o / |
‘ 1 - . . ; - L
. -~ _ -
- ” - ' » - /- ) 3 : - " ﬂ




-/ Table 1, Continued
C ’ . \

J
Percentaze Selecting Each Response

& ' Agree Uncertain Disagree NQ YAnauer
* b » S. Paople in the U. S. are not . .
; : interested in other languages. . o . '
, . Asia : 30 30 Lo o '
3 Western Europe " 39 39 R 0
! Africa . 50 10 B o) 0
K ? L . Japan and Philippines 50 ° 38 . 12 0
. . 2 : Latin America ° 28 1L L3 * 18
- Other R L2 16 ] '
, Total Sample 39 29 30 2 ,
; 6. People in the U, S, work .
:' . hard. ! - ) . . s
: Asia - 70 18 9 3
) S Western Europe . 9l 6 0 0
v . I .. Africa . 7C 0 30 1]
¥ —tn . Japan and Philippines 38 38 .2k 0
N Latin America * 100 0 0 0
4§ Other 92 0 8 0 . )
. ‘. Total Sample 17 11 11 1
; 7. People in the U, S. have too °
, _ «  much money. .
i , Asia . 26 " L3 22 9
i° ‘  Weatern Europe 33 55 12 0
' Africa 60 30 10 0
1 : . Japan and Philippines © 13 63 2L 0
1 Latin America e b3t L3 0 1
. Other o b2 33 25 0
Total Sample 35 35 26 . b ,
. . 0
: 8. .Religion in the U. S. is '
3 very important. a
fR - Asia 3L 26 . bo 0
] Western Europe 39 11 50 0
. $ .Africa 50 10 o 0
. 9 - Japan and Philippines = 13 63 - 2l 0
1 Latin America s7 28 15 0
S Other 50 L2 8 1) .
. Total Sample o 26, 3 0
3 - 9. All people hava\qual oppor=- : i
! tunities ir the 1™ S, ) i
© Asia 26 Lo 3l 0 :
. ; ‘ Western Europe 11 28 61 0 3
- . E Africa 30 20 50 0 .
\ ’ . Japan and Philippipes . 13 2L 63 0 i P‘
, K - . Latin America B L3 L3 0
Other 33 3 33 0 %
Total Sample - 21 32 L7 0 i
L .

¢ o
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B ' Table 1, continued ' '

«./ ’ , N
<

. -
; . - Agree Uncertain Disagree No Answer . .

10. People are very dependent on
the auto in the U, S,

>

Asia 96 0 L 0 .
VYeastern Europe +100 - 0] (o] 0]
Africa 100 ‘0 0 0]
Japan and Philippines 100 0 . 0 0
Latin America n 0 29 0 :
Other 100 - 0 0 0 ;
Total Sample 95 0 s 0, /
11. U, S. newspapers cover all :
sides of an issue. ‘. .
. _ Asia . B3 22 35 0 :
Western Europe 33 17 ¥o 0
Africa . 30 - 10 60 o .
Japan and Philippines . 38 2L 38 0
» Latin America 28 L3 29 -0
oY . Other ' 25 Lo - .35 + 0
. Total Sample 3 2 - k2 0
12, I vould like to become a _ ¢
U. S. eitizen. . ) .
Asia 13 35 - 52. 0 0
] Western Europe 0 NN L] 6
Africa . 10 20 70 0]
Japan and Philippines 0 2L . 76 o
Latin America 28 29 L3~ 0
Other _ 0 X} 58 9
Total Sample 6 33 ‘87 “h -
13. The education gystem in the
. U. ,SQ is very good. . : h
Aela . ™ 52 30 18 - 0
Western Europe 50 17 33 0
Africa J 60 30 10 0
' . Japan and Philippines 63 2l 13 0
- Latin America . 57 15° 28 0 -
Other ' 83 0 .17 0
‘ Total Sample . 62 17 - 2 0
. !
14, U. S. citizens are clean and : W . C
; . -modern. ' <
L . Aeta - ' « 1o Lo 18 2 .
! Western Europe 78 17 5 0 ~
i . Africa . 70 0 30° 0-
! Japan and Philippines ' 13 63 2l 0
. - Latin America : L3 28 \ 29 ]
. Other 83 8\ 9 0 r
. ) Total Sample ) 55 - 24 |\ 21 0 )
,‘.!/ . :
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i : Table 1, continued. - T

\ Egr_e_e Undertain Disagree No Answer

. . | . .
, o ;.v ™ 15, U. S. women are good mothers. - . f
L. Asta 2 10 8 0
R - Western, Europe 22 66 12 0
Africa . - > S0 30 20 0
o4 Japan and Philippinea 12 38 50 0
. ; Latin America 29 s7 i1 0
- ! Other k2 33 ‘25 0
. . ; Tctal: S-mple 27 s [ 19 0
} 6. I woul: iike w0 um n ‘ \
i childve. &y whe U. S. v ’ :
| Asia 22 9. 65 N
! y Western Europe 22 39 39 0
\ Africa | 20 20 60 0
N } s Japan and Phnippinea 13 2h 63 0
’ ! N Latin America ' 28 29 L3 0
£ Other ' 17 50 33 o
’ 4 Total Sample 17 28 5l 1
\ . .
; 17. U. S. people know my countiy .
. g better than my people know
. H the U, S. *
N t Asia 0 0 100 0
Western Eumpe ] o] 6 .94 o]
i Africa - ' 30 0 70 0
\ Japan and Philipplnea o] 2L 76 o]
. Latin America 0 I 86 0
! . Other . 17 0 83 0
Total Sample 6 3 9 o]
. : 18. Products made in the U. S.
: . are very high quality. .
: Asia . ‘ - 52 22 26 o]
, Western Europe s 33 17 50 0
Africa - 50 10 L0 (o}
N " Japan and Philippines 2L 38 38 0
: Latin America 57 29 1 o
- _ Other . 1 25 17 0
Total Sample . A 1 22 33 Y
{ 19. People in the U. S. talk a .
B lot. ! . " -
{ Asia N - V7 30 - o0 0 ,
' —~ | Western Europe \ 66 28 6 0 -‘
. ~ Africa () L0 -0 10 1
. Japan and Philippines ) 38 12 o] t
: Latin America 1k 29 57 o - K
- _ Other ~ 2 L2 16 0 3
: Tobal Samp].e 56. 32 " 10 2 4
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Table 1, continued .
\ ' Agree Uncertain Disagree No Answer
?0. mn m tm U-‘ s. dOmim% " ; - [
' their families. ’ ' ) : [
. Asia ¢ , 26 52/ 22 ] |
Western Europe 28 k)] .39 0
Africa 10 50 Lo ] ;
" Japan and Philippines 0 100 . 0 0 :
Latin America .. 0 o L3 0 ' .
Other ' 17 .33 L2 8 f
Total Sample 13 L9 32 1 é
21. I prefer a family with four
P or more children. .
Asia 9 9 . 82 0 -
Western Europe. 17 17 66 o
Africa . 20 20 50 10 -
; Japan and Philippines 2l 38 38 0
| : La%in America 0’ 0 100 0
: Other } o . 17 83 0
Total Sample 12 1% 71 2
22. People from the U. S. bre | 7
*  very materialistic. ! \/ '
: Asia - 6 26 8 N\ S
; Western Europe 72 28 0 N O
: Africa’ . 80 10\ 10 0
. Japan and Philippines 76 2y 0 0
! Latin America 7. 0o - 29 0
Other 58 I 0 0
Total Sample 68 22 .9 1
23, My ideas about the U, S. ) - -
; have changed since I've o
! been here. ‘
: Asja 65 13 22 0]
- L Western Europe 72 6 22 0
. : ! ) Africa 7 -« 0 20 10 .
] Japan and Philippines 76 12 - 12 0
-~ i . Latin America 57 1L 29 0
. . Other 66 9 25 0 '
i Total Sample 69 9 20 - 2
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U.S. talk a great deal (item 19) . L T

-

attitude is molded by the}cpntrast'between this country
) ) 4 - ¢ ° -
and their own where’ coup d'etats and.rapld turnover in
the upper echelons'ofigovernmént are commonplace.
. - ,

0y

Only the Africans evidenced a strong tendeﬁéy (60%)
to conclude that people in;the'U.S. Ha;e too much money
(item;7)1.'It remains to be determined why this is so.-
There arg‘éertainly many ;ontrgsting impoverished regions
in Africa; but the -same is'true.foriAsia and Latin
America. '

Latin Americans were especially unique in their

attitudes toward the U.S.; however, the reasons for this

phenomenon are difficult to ascertain. They alone deviate

from near unanimity in perceiving people in the U.S. to

be dependent on the . automobile (item 10); 100% see us as
hard workers (item S)EF;ﬂeg\fre more likely to want to
become citizens than are peoﬁie\from aﬁy other region

(item 12), and they alone do not feélatﬁat people in the
. Se. \ .

~

~

\

Items thought to reflect a favorablle Attitude ' f>\\\;\\\;
toward the U.S. were scored separately and a "favorable-’ i

_ness" score was derived'for each student. One might

éxpect the student who achieved high grades to be
positively reinforced and conseqiently hold a positive
attitude'toﬁard the U.S. This expectation was not born

.

out since the favorableness scores were negatively

b ...
N>
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related to gréde-point average at Indiana University
(r=-.2l.; §<'.05). Such a relationship betwee;x attitude
. and GPA may result from students with less favorable -
‘attitudes _rémai'ﬁing at home .to study, since greater
iMersiqp in th‘e culture is not' as inviting to them as
it is to the more favorably disposed students. On the C ’
_oi:her hand, the more\"\'studious individ\l‘l‘als may merely
have had too little time to develop fffenglships witlh
Americaﬁs; th@g,,.;;they woulc.l. be less .likely to hold a
favora\ble atf.itude. %owa_rd th\e U.S. In any case the nega-

tive relationship,is a surprisjing one.

An’ at_tempt was madg};to match each person 'wit‘h
ano;her of the same coi;nfry, ,sex, and clgss standir_\g,
l o but who differed in amount 6f time spent in this country.
'They were selected so tha-t/one person per pair had been
. - o here less than three months while the second had been

i here over two years. This selection procedure made it

'
1) -, . ‘ !
‘e

g 1 ,pbssible to draw certain inferences about attitude change ;
while in the U.§. Twénty percent of the sample could '
4 ‘I not be matched using this procedure. Few differences
: ' were found between recent arrivals and those who had '
o ' o b.even Here two years or more. Tﬁe two;yeai* group seemed X
\\‘\ . to have decided that people in the U.S. are indeed quite I}
\\.\' ‘; ) materialistirc, that they are dependent on the aufomobi,le, :, |
R \ : and that women here are not very good mothers. These /
o v
R i
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observations, however, may be factual instead of attitu-
“~

’

‘ dinal.

V/‘ : ? ) : . Surprisingly, age seemed to make a much greater
difference in foreign ;tudent attitude toward the U.S.
than did length of residence in the U.S., geographic
origin, or sex. An item by item examination of student

o responses revealed no difference hetween males_and
females. Older students (i.e., those above the median

age of 25) did generally hold a more positive attitude

(p<.05) toward the U.S. than did their younger conter-

parts. More specifically the older respondents hold a

more favorable opinion of the u.s. educationai system,
‘U.S. mothers, and U.S. newspaper coverage. They are
also (a) more inclined to view the U.S, as a land of
equal opportunity for all, (b) more favorable toward
becoming U.S..ci;izens, (c) more likelx to concede7that
. ) U.S. citizens are hard workers, (d) more convincgd/that
U.S. products are high in quality, and (e) more fnclined
to belieVe.th;t the U.S. wants to help other countries.
/ Indéed, i? appears that foreigners are clearly similar ‘ L - '
to people in this country im one important respect-- -

older individuals are more satisfied with the status quo.

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:




The Components of Opinions o

In order to ferret out the dimensions of foreign 4 =
perception of the U.S., a factor analysis of the-ques-
tionnaire data and the coaed data concerning age, marital
stat&s, sex, and time in the U.S, w&s conducted (Table 2).
Ten factors with eigenvalues gréater than one resulted. -
Tentative interpretation is-attempted below. These
factors repéesent independent (orthogonal) dimensions .
along which the foreigners tested tended to view our

society. A score can be provided for each respondent on

each factor. _ . _ _ i

/

The production, h;bpiness, democratic factor reflects

-

\ - !
i the extent to which foreigners see U.S. citizens as produe-
. , . h _ =

tive, sharing opportunities, enjoying uncensored news \{
! .

coverage, and knowledgeable about other countries. }

The culinary facjor shows” the extent to which fora/

eighers"ave favorably impressed by American food. As /
« one might anticipate, appreéiation of American food is ‘ ) !
. closely linked to the geographic origin of the student. e : o |
- B . Taste for the food here is shown .to be related to marital /
status. Presumably married students have a greater

tendency to prepare their own food and hence do not

experience such a complete switch to American food upon
arrival as do single students who eat in the dormitory '

. o or in restaurants.

& ot e an® i L hmarma e

15
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The protestant ethic factor demonstrates the extent

to which Americans are perceived as clean, modern, good

mothers, and hard workers. : ‘

The patriotism factor is a measure of the desire _to

become U.S. citizens and raise their children here.

Those who adopt this attitude also view the people of the'

U.S. as friendly, inclined to help other ‘countries, and

not very materialistic.

-

The age-sex factor is bipolar and reveals that the

older students wﬁo come to study in the U.S. are mainly

malesif\\\\ ) } .
he language factor serves as anaindex of the.

extent to which people in the U.S. are perceived as

'

interested in other languages.

The .time-population factor shows, as indicated

above, that time spent in this cbun?ry does pot drasti-
cally affect attitudes as measust by the qJestionnaire.
Foreigners keep the opinioh they come withjlexcept with
time they evidence less interest in a large fémily.

The social equality factor mirrors the extent to

which men are seen as dominant and all people have
equal opporfunit;es.' It may also indicate the degree to

which money is’seen to be equitably distributed.

~

" The religidn and self-perception factor is perhaps

the most difficult factor to intérpret. A high positive
¢

19 .
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' * score shows both the extent ‘towhich people in the U.S.
t

.were perceived as religidus and the extent to which- the

‘ foreign student perceived a changé in himself due to

living here. It is perplexing that these items should

vary together. _ P R S o

{

|

| . . ‘qs N '
¢ The gregarious and mobility factor may indicate a
!

f

perception of U.S. citizens as greghrious and mobile to A\

- e

vl the extent that loss of the auto-would change the way - é i
. , ) . . ,

., of life. _ : I . L

i The questionnaire data provide information perti- ] P

nent to the popular stereotypes of foreigners. Do most

.-ﬂ.' foreign students who come here want to-stay and become %

P

‘ j + citizens? Apparently not. Only six'peréent of the

foreign students tested wished to become U.é. citizens, : o .

although 33% were uncertiin. In general, the majority ' .

Q‘_} of foreign students opposed adoption of U.S. citizénship. v’

HoW does residence here affgct their attitude

N "toward this cour .ry?" As a group they probably do not

, -1;\ ~ become more pos .tive dr negative td ard the U.S. during ?

| their'first two years of residence. At lehist we did i

not find:the two-year group to be more or less positive . f' | y

~thén those who arrived during- the past three months. PO B
Do they infer, pefhaps due to recent student | ! .

protests, that people in the U.S. do not support their

government? No. They Seem divided on the issue. Older

- ¥
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foreign students perceive us as more supportive of
2 o gpverﬁmenf than do the younger ones.

Finally, do foreigners see us as _mater‘ialiéts with

Lot ; scant concern for a stable family 1ife? Yes and no.

. . Younger students see us as quite materialistic and judge

U.S. women to be ‘poor mothers, Older students disagree. ; v
Xalism

If we can agree that motherhood and- anfi—mat_:e
.
s ’ D are good, then the attitudinal difference between the
: . . 7‘ Y . . . “‘
: ’ i young and the old is in keeping with the relative overall < .

-  "fayorableness" of the older foréign students. ' o

: : . : Summar

“ . S .. . /

“y . . « . '

Several gener&. conclusions may be"drawn from  this j /
o " . . . s /

\ . \ initial investigation of foreign student perception of ! 3

, the United States. (1) The most deviate group of for- : oot ;

: . eigners was found to be the Latin Americans who diffefed i/

in Several ways from all other subject groups tested.

Y .
(2) Acco®ing to this study the attitudes of Latin

{ Americans as well as ‘all other represented foreigners

are not unidimensional nor are they easily changed.

SUSUSRUREPC, SEPURE

_ (3) Foreign perception of the U.S. appears to be more ) . )

a function of background and age than it is of the first

’-

two years experience in this country.

s
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